purpose of his autobiography is dependent on others as his potential excusers. In Romantic and post-Romantic autobiography the idea of self-knowledge becomes ever more suspect as the ocular metaphor for knowledge is joined by the specular metaphor for reflection.
By the same measure, the autobiographical enterprise itself is undermined. The project of looking into the self as into a mirror, the condition for self-portraiture, appears to split the self in such a way that it formally reproduces the relation of self to other. Moreover, recent critics have claimed that the use of descriptive language to represent one's own interiority introduces the other and his discourse into the self-portrait, turning the self into a kind of third person. ' The idea of the reductive image, description, or "name," and the fear of falling into its trap, is a recurrent theme in twentieth-century autobiographical narrative. In Stiller, for example, Max Frisch plays inauthentic images of Stiller off against one another; in Surfacing, Margaret Atwood shows her heroine fleeing the self-images society imposes on women; Roland Barthes in Roland Barthes wants to avoid the "image repertoire," to keep meanings from "taking."
How can first-person narrative establish a truth claim? Where self-description is discredited as borrowed discourse and the specular model of self-knowledge is questioned, and where the very techniques an autobiographer uses to support his claim to authority-executing a self-portrait that is consistent, non-contradictory, and completemake his self-representation subject to question, alternatives must be found to the traditional self-portrait. Fiction has resources that are closed to writing that purports to be about real persons and events. I take as an example Rilke's Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge. Writing in a period when interest in psychological narration almost automatically doomed first-person narrators to unreliability, Rilke nevertheless finds a solution for persuading us of the validity of his narrator's perceptions. In Malte, Rilke echoes a tradition of visual metaphor by showing how strength and vulnerability are implicit in the ideas of seeing and being seen. But within this tradition, Rilke elaborates a metaphor for creative or artistic vision by redefining the mirror metaphor: creative vision is equivalent to holding up a mirror to the invisible. I shall show that Rilke not only develops this metaphor on the level of theme, but also realizes it on the level of execution in the novel.
At the outset of Die Aufzeichnungen, Malte announces, "Ich lerne sehen" ("I am learning to see"). Rilke's preoccupation with 2 Literature, Vol. 9, Iss. 2 [1985] , Art. 5 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol9/iss2/5 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1163 "Schauen" ("looking") is familiar from Ewald Tragy, his essays on the Worpswede artists and Rodin, poems in Das Buch der Bilder, especially "Eingang," and the Neue Gedichte. In the autobiographical novel Malte, the issue of "seeing"-"seeing" understood here as a metaphor both for understanding and for the creative reseeing of the artist-is closely connected to the question of selfdevelopment and personal strength. In the first book of the novel, which is devoted largely to reminiscences of childhood, it is primarily Malte's lack of strength that is thematized. In the first story in the series of recollections, the episode of Christine Brahe's ghost, Malte succinctly formulates what will prove one of his chief terrors: it is being reduced to "eine leere Stelle" ("an empty place"). 3 The reduction of the self to "an empty place" is the result of insufficient personal strength. It has to do with an incapacity to defend oneself against adverse circumstances, like illnesses; to withstand impressions that threaten to flood the self from without; or to control one's own runaway imagination, which magnifies these fears and risks interrupting the continuity of the self from within. Repeatedly Malte shudders at the idea that he might be invaded by a force so alarming and pernicious that it seems external, like the "Big Thing" of his childhood, some thing that will disrespect the boundaries of his self and turn him inside out, like the fever that scatters his memories unceremoniously all over the bed. He is fascinated by other people who seem prone to the same kind of mischance; he identifies, for example, with a man who has St. Vitus's Dance, whom he sees twitching helplessly down the Boulevard St. Michel. One of the functions of the theme of the "Fortgeworfene" or beggars in Book I is to objectify for Malte his sense of his own spiritual poverty.
Studies in 20th & 21st Century
Rilke often articulates the theme of helplessness, which is caused by the self's passivity, by using metaphors of vision that concern seeing versus being seen. In the terrifying mirror episode, for example, Malte, as a child, succumbs to a distorted mirror image of himself. In describing the power play Rilke transforms visual reproduction into verbal domination. When Malte dons a costume and steps before the dim attic mirror, the mirror, which is made of green glass bits and thus gives a distorted image, is often reluctant to repeat ("wollte . . . nicht gleich nachsprechen, was man ihm vorsagte" [ Unerklarlichen" (p. 952) ("not to get up when they enter and pass by, the ones that really shouldn't come, the inexplicable ones"). He adds that his father managed this feat, though not as admirably as his grandfather. In the final version too, his grandfather, now specified as his maternal grandfather Brahe, is not even slightly disturbed by the ghost's entrance, but can regard the apparition with equanimity.' His father, in contrast, rushes out of the room. But later, Malte's father manages to stay seated and lift his wineglass. "Staying seated" in the face of the otherworldly-maintaining one's composure, having the presence of mind to proceed with familiar actions-plainly involves a kind of personal strength.
Rilke introduces the motif of the mirror into this concept ofpower as well. Malte admires his delicate, wall-eyed little cousin Erik for his poise in the face of his dead ancestors. Erik manifests his strength by bringing a mirror to the family portrait gallery. Hoping to find a picture of Christine Brahe in the gallery (not the ghost herself!) Malte encounters Erik, who tells him her picture is not there. Portraiture betokens death; Erik himself dies soon after his portrait is painted. Because the ghost of Christine Brahe walks, her portrait is not in the gallery. Little Erik announces categorically: "Man ist entweder drin . . . dann ist man nicht hier; oder wenn man hier ist, kann man nicht drin sein" (p. 817) ("Either one is there . . . and in that case one is not here: or one is here, and cannot be in there" [p. 103]). But Erik has brought a mirror to the gallery, for as he says, "sie will sich sehen" (p. 816) ("she wants to see herself" [p. 102]). The ghost-the otherworldly-the invisible-wishes to see itself; and little Erik has the strength of mind to bring her a mirror.
In the final section of Book I, the description of the "La Dame a la Licorne" tapestries that Rilke had seen at the Cluny museum, Rilke returns to the theme of mirroring. The last tapestry, the concluding image of Book I, presumably has the greatest significance-even though Rilke probably did not rearrange the order of the tapestries, as critics have asserted.6 The tapestry shows a "festival" without guests, and without expectations. It represents a scene of presence and completion ("es ist alles da"), and of eternity ("alles fur immer"). The It is extremely significant that the man is blind. As we have seen, to invite another to return one's gaze, to demand recognition from others and verification of one's own self from one's surroundings, is a sign of weakness. "Mirroring" in the eyes of others can reinforce, but also profoundly alter or even obliterate the self. Malte is most terrified by people who cannot look back at him at all, because they seem to inhabit another reality. They seem to testify both to the existence of that other reality, and to the non-existence of Malte's. Thus, Malte writes of the dying man in the cremerie, "ein Augenblick noch, und alles wird seinen Sinn verloren haben, und dieser Tisch und die Tasse und der Stuhl, an den er sich kiammert, alles Tagliche und Nachste wird unverstandlich geworden sein, fremd und schwer" (p. 755) ("a moment more and everything will have lost its meaning, and that table and the cup, and the chair to which he clings, all the near and the commonplace, will have become unintelligible, strange and heavy" [p. 
51]).
A blind man is the epitome of someone who cannot return the viewer's gaze, and it is perhaps on this account that the blind newspaper seller is a particular object of terror for Malte. Malte's achievement, seeing the blind man rather than imagining him, becomes more significant when one uncovers the hidden reference: looking at a blind man is like looking at God. The references to the divinity begin when Malte tries to imagine the blind man. (1910) . 12 In these poems Rilke experiments with techniques for representing objects that circumvent the automatic images that the mere names of these objects would evoke in the reader's mind and at the same time capture their essential quality.
The mirror, conceived as Malte conceives it-as the mirror held up to the invisible-can be seen to stand for a turn from a descriptive or referential mode of representation to a metaphoric or figurative mode. As we have seen, Malte's mirror image is precisely not the mirror image of realism. It is also not a mere insubstantial copy of an object that is in itself substantial. Instead, in Rilke's concept, a dialectic interchange takes place between the mirror image and the mirrored object. An object takes on reality only as an object of perception, only inasmuch as it is visible or capable of being represented, and a representation, such as a mirror image, testifies to the object's reality. The mirror motif emerges prominently for the first time in his writings in the Neue Gedichte, in a group of poems written in 1907-08. The idea in these poems-"Quai du Rosaire," "Dame vor dem Spiegel," "Venezianischer Morgen"-is that an exchange takes place between a real object or scene and its mirror image. "Reality" or importance is displaced onto the mirror image, but the mirror image returns its strength to the mirrored object and enriches it. This exchange between the real and the imaginary is sometimes seen as an erotic encounter that culminates, or would logically culminate, in the fusion of the mirror image with the object. In "Dame vor dem Spiegel," for instance, the woman drinks from her image: "Sie trinkt, / was ein Liebender im Taumel tranke" ("She drinks / what a lover would drink in his transport")."
The idea of an erotic encounter between the real and the imaginary allows Rilke to develop a kind of metaphor that I shall call a narrative conceit. A poem presents a sequence of events in such a way that point for point, a second sequence of events, involving a different subject, is suggested. For example, in "Dame vor dem Spiegel" the overt subject is a woman who is dressing (or undressing) in the evening in front of a mirror. The poem suggests, however, that the woman brews and drinks a potion. In "Die Flamingos" the same technique is employed even more daringly. Overtly, Rilke describes flamingos as they emerge from the water, stand on the grass and, disturbed by noise from the aviary, stalk off. But this sequence is set in the terms of an autoerotic and voyeuristic fantasy. The fantasy, difficult to ascribe to the birds themselves, can be naturalized by referring it to the human beings who figure in a comparison in the first stanza, to the "du" (you) and the man who speaks of his girlfriend. By using such words as "bliihend" (blooming), "Beet" (bed), "Weiche" (softness, groin), and "Neid" (envy) to describe the birds-words that suggest a human erotic context and a woman-Rilke implies a sequence that involves the girlfriend as an erotic object. The overt subject and the object of comparison, the flamingos and the human lovers, are "mirrors" of each other; they interact so that our perception of both is put into a new light.
Rilke uses a similar, narrative technique of metaphor in Malte. Whereas in the poems the actual subject is usually placed in the foreground and the object of comparison presented through allusion, in Malte Rilke tends to suppress the actual subject of the comparison, which is often an abstract idea, and let only the vehicle figure in the episode. The metaphors set in motion a dialectical interaction between an unnamed idea, which nevertheless informs the whole sequence of images, and represented events in such a way thatthe idea figures as the absent subject of the metaphor. Particularly where the unnamed subject is an abstract idea, the result tends to border on allegory, but even here, an allegorical reading would do injustice to the richness and surrealistic quality of the imagery. Rilke shifts the emphasis too energetically from the subject onto the vehicle, which takes on a life of its own. For example, in the episode of the woman who loses her face, Rilke starts with the familiar metaphor of the mask for social role or identity, but suppresses the "proper" concept, and substitutes the word "face" for mask. He begins, "Es giebt eine Menge Menschen, aber noch viel mehr Gesichter, denn jeder hat mehrere" (p. 711) ("There are quantities of human beings, but there are many more faces, for each person has several" [p. 15] One could say that the concluding scene shows how a person can be startled into "dropping her mask"-but it would do injustice to the terror inspired by the image of the woman's face coming off in her hands and leaving a head without a face to consider it merely a flirther commentary on identity and role. Rilke's image is too extravagant to be reduced to allegory.
The technique of narrative metaphor with a suppressed subject is often used to "objectify" psychic states. Examples include Malte's two fevers, the fever that renders small objects around him dangerous and the childhood fever that forces things out of him that he cannot cram back in (pp. 767, 797). Fear is objectified in the episode of the self chased by the heart: "Dein Herz treibt dich aus dir hinaus, dein Herz ist hinter dir her, und du stehst fast schon ausser dir und kannst nicht mehr zuriick" (p. 777) ("Your heart drives you out of yourself, your heart pursues you, and you stand almost outside yourself and cannot get back again" [p. 69] ). Moods are generally evoked through "objective correlatives." Malte's excitement at unrolling his mother's laces is an example of an experience many children share, and it is made yet more accessible through the comparison of these laces to landscapes.
In conclusion we can say that Rilke replaces the dialectic between the portraitist and his portrait, which is destined to fail, with a successful dialectic between the subject and the vehicle of metaphor. Instead of establishing a relation between an original and a copy, he initiates a quest for a subject whose attainment is constantly deferred. Malte's anecdotes, his stories of absent lives, are like a series of mirrors that reflect back on himself. These reflecting anecdotes do not entangle Malte in criteria of consistency and completeness. Rather, they suggest expansion, diffusion, a halo of significations, the infinite reflections of facing mirrors. Metaphor in this expanded sense is one of the techniques Rilke uses to lend credibility to his narrator's discourse, engage our sympathy for his self-presentation, and suggest to us a non-psychological reading of the text. The whole narrative could be conceived as a catachresis for the self, for which there exists no proper expression. It could also be seen, with its mutually reflecting themes, as a hall of mirrors.
